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This project has revealed the ways that international organizations can influence education
policymaking in poor countries. This is important because these organizations can have agendas,
priorities, and worldviews that may not align with what poor countries want for themselves.

The project for which I received funding has led to multiple kinds of
research outcomes. Outcomes include: conference presentations, journal articles, books, book

chapters in an edited volume, blog posts, and guest lectures, among other things. One short book was
written about each case study. The third book is an edited volume of case studies from the region
of focus in the project.
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(Background at the beginning of theresearch)

International |arge-scale assessments (ILSAS) are at the heart of education reform
politics globally, and recent decades have witnessed a precipitous increase in such
country-level assessments (L ockheed, 2015). The spearhead of this trend is represented
by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) and its well-
known Program for International Student Assessment (PISA), which, since 2000, has
tested 15-year-olds in science, math, and reading skillsin over 90 countries (Lingard &
Sellar, 2016). PISA data are not only used for country rankings but are used to identify
“what works” in education and to guide education policy globally (Breakspear, 2014;
Grek, 2009). Studies have documented how the increased use of PISA in these ways has
led to more testing, to the narrowing of curricula(i.e., removal or reduction of subjects
unrelated to testing), to the diversion of time and resources into test preparation, to an
obsession with international rankings, and to the increasing acceptance of the OECD’s
vision of education, which prioritizes its contribution to the capitalist economic
development, at the expense of education’s other purposes, related, for example, to
critical thinking, citizenship, social-emotional learning, the transmission of cultural
norms and worldviews, etc. (Lewis & Lingard, 2015; Waldow & Steiner-Khamsi,
2019).

In the past 10 years, the OECD, as part of efforts to ensure its global relevance, is
expanding PISA’s reach by adapting it for “developing” (i.e., middle- and low-income)
countries (Addey, 2017). This new initiative, known as PISA for Development (or
PISA-D), alowed education reform in poor and rich countries alike to be compared and
driven by a single exam. However, given that low-income countries typically perform
worse that high-income countries on such assessments, they can be used as justification
for education reforms that align with the priorities of international organizations and
other private actors. This situation led to questions such as: How does PISA-D affect
national testing and curricular policy? One a so wonders about the kinds of policy
reforms that are justified by referring to the typically poor performance of low-income
countries on international assessments.

(purpose of theresearch)

Following from the above, the purpose of this research has been to understand how the
ways participation in ILSAs affects education reform in low-income countries.

(resear ch method)



The research conducted focused, first, on a systematic review of the literature to
understand the experiences and dynamics across countries. The second strategy
employed was the conduct of case studies in two countries (Colombia and Paraguay), to
understand the dynamics more closely.

(research results)

Across countries, the results of the literature review indicate that international
organizations are affecting education reform in the following ways:

1. Through the privatization of policymaking: This refers to how the policymaking
processisincreasingly being controlled and driven by non-state actors, that is, by
international organizations and by private organi zations who seek to increase their
influence and who seek to take advantage of education reform processes to create
opportunities for profit.

2. The introduction of public-private partnerships: The test results in low-income
countries show that these countries perform poorly in academic terms. These
results are used to argue that traditional public schools are low-quality.
International organizations then argue that public-private partnerships should be
introduced. These kinds of partnerships, known as PPPs, combine public funding
with private management of schools. It is believed that this type of management
arrangement will produce better academic results, though the available literature
on PPPs suggests that these school s do not produce better results when controlling
for student background factors (like family income, parental levels of education,
etc.)

3. School autonomy and accountability: Another type of education reform that has
been promoted by international organizations in response to low test scores is
focused on school autonomy and accountability. Theideabehind school autonomy
Is that schools and sub-national levels of government should be given more
control over their curriculum and management. Thisideaisjustified by the belief
that the central government is inefficient and does not know very well what
schools at the local level need most. The type of reform promoted does not only
focus on autonomy, however. Autonomy is combined with accountability, where
accountability is measured based on how well schools perform on standardized
tests. School leaders and administrators working at sub-national levels should,
thus, use their increased autonomy to make decisions and to pursue strategies that
will increase education quality. While this model is conceptually attractive, there
are concerns that it disadvantages schools with fewer resources, that is, schools
that are located in marginaized areas and which have been historicaly
disadvantaged.

Theindividual country case studies confirm these general trends while also showing that
thereis contextual variability. For example, the case of Paraguay showsthat trend #1 from
above (privatization through policymaking) was most common in that country. Dueto the
particularly political context of Paraguay, trends #2 and #3 have not materialized as in
other countries. In contrast, the second country case study (Colombia) showsthe opposite.
Here, trends #1 has not been prominent. Instead, it is trends #2 and #3 that have emerged
in practice. The differences across the two countries can be explained by the different
evolution of the central state in each case. Although both countries have historically been
highly centralized, Colombia, since the 1990s has engaged in a strategy of
decentralization in order satisfy regional constituencies who were unhappy with alack of
agency and control in relation to their education systems. Paraguay, on the other hand, is
amuch smaller country, and one where the central government has always been able to
control education poalitics, including at the local level. Thus, international organizations



and other private organizations have focused their attention at the national level. Here,
they have been able to use their financial resources and organizational skills (e.g., related
to knowledge production) to introduce decision-making processes where private actors
have more say in which educational projects should receive funding.
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